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Dear Interested Party: 

This letter initiates the scoping for the Hawes Trail System Master Development Plan project on 

Mesa Ranger District of the Tonto National Forest. The project is located in the Hawes Trail 

System area, identified as Forest lands west of Usery Pass, south and east of Bush Highway, and 

north of the Forest boundary. Directly south and west of the project area is the City of Mesa, 

including the residential community of Las Sendas. Usery Mountain Regional Park also lies on 

the southern edge of the Forest boundary. The legal location of the project is Township 2N, 

Range 7E, Sections 2, 3, 8-11, 15-22.  

Existing Condition 

The Hawes Trail System, known for providing spectacular views, is a non-motorized trail system 

popular for mountain biking and hiking activities. Due to the proximity to the city of Mesa and 

the greater Phoenix area, the project area is in high demand for recreational activities. The 

Hawes Trail System currently includes approximately 25 miles of existing designated trails 

ranging from easy to extremely difficult. Many of these trails do not connect to each other or 

offer a “loop” experience. An increase in use over the past several years has resulted in more 

than an additional 12 miles of user created trails connecting to designated trails within the trail 

system.  

This proximity and popularity also attracts volunteer groups willing to donate their time to help 

the Tonto National Forest maintain the trail system. However, the Forest can only authorize the 

maintenance of designated trails. The Forest cannot authorize trail maintenance activities for the 

user created trail segments. 

The NRA All Mountain Park area is a popular downhill mountain biking area in the southeastern 

portion of the Hawes Trail System. Over the past 20 years, on multiple occasions, the Forest 

Service removed wooden and dirt ramps and other structures from this area that were illegally 

installed by the public. Additional fencing and railing on the outer edge of the project area (along 

Usery Pass) was installed to reduce the opportunity to install large structures, but the demand for 

downhill mountain biking is high and dirt ramps are still created in the NRA All Mountain Park 

area.  

Parking areas that provide entrances to the Hawes Trail System can be crowded on busy 

weekends. This causes vehicle congestion on Bush Highway and Usery Pass and sometimes 

leads to property damage such as fences being cut along the highway corridor and additional user 

created trails from unauthorized parking areas. 



 

  

Desired Conditions 

The desired condition is to have an approved Master Development Plan that provides safe, 

sustainable recreation in the Hawes Trail System area on the Mesa Ranger District. Non-

motorized trails would be provided with varying degrees of difficulty. User created routes that 

are unsustainable and duplicate trails that do not provide unique value (for example, routes of the 

same difficulty level that run parallel and within one quarter mile of each other) would be 

rehabilitated to the area’s natural condition. Where there is a need and it is sustainably feasible, 

new trail segments or trail connectors would be constructed or incorporated as designated trail 

segments from existing, user created routes.  

User conflicts including those between hikers, bikers, equestrians, bird watchers, and motorists 

would be minimal.  

Safety would be provided for the ingress/egress of traffic at the staging areas and other trailheads 

or parking areas for the Hawes Trail System. Staging areas would be developed/designated in 

areas of high-demand, designed to accommodate the anticipated high volume of users, minimize 

resource damages, and provide education (i.e. kiosks with maps) for users.  

Signs, both interior and exterior of the project area, would be accurate and consistent with Forest 

Service standards (i.e. reflect the appropriate natural setting). If challenge or obstacle areas are 

included in the Master Development Plan, signage would warn users of upcoming features and 

risks and provide information (maps) of alternate routes. 

Current Management Direction 

The project area is in Management Area 3I of the Tonto National Forest Land and Resource 

Management Plan (Forest Plan). This is a general management area for the Mesa Ranger District 

with emphasis on improving wildlife habitat, livestock forage production, and dispersed 

recreation. Additional relevant guidance for this project can be found in Forest Service Manual 

(FSM) 2350 which provides guidance for trail construction and in FSM 2330 which provides 

guidance for public development areas such as parking lots.  

Motor vehicle routes are currently managed based on the Resource Access Travel Management 

(RATM) Map. There are no motorized routes within the project area, with the exception of one 

administrative road on the southern edge of the project area (Forest Service Road (FR)1506 

“Microwave Tower”). In 2019 the Tonto National Forest released its Final Supplemental 

Environmental Impact Statement for its Travel Management project, which also lists FR1506 as 

the only open motor vehicle route within the project area so this access is not expected to change. 

Bush Highway and Usery Pass border the west, north, and east sides of the project area and are 

major public roads managed as road right of ways. FSM 2700 provides direction on managing 

those permits. 

Purpose and Need 

The purpose of this project is to authorize a Master Development Plan for the Hawes Trail 

System and the adjacent area. (See map in Figure 1.) There is a need to provide a plan that 

addresses the growing user demands for non-motorized trails in the Hawes Trail System, 

provides for user safety, and minimizes user conflicts and resource damages.  
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Figure 1: Project Area Map showing the proposed Master Development Plan trails and parking areas for the Hawes Trail System.



 

  

Proposed Action 

The proposed action is to authorize the following Master Development Plan for the Hawes Trail 

System area. This Master Development Plan would include trail construction, trail maintenance, 

trail signage, and staging/parking lot development.  

This authorization would include incorporating some of the existing user created trails into the 

Hawes Trail System as designated trails. All new trails would be built consistent with Forest 

Service standards for non-motorized trails, and existing user-created trails being incorporated 

into the system as designated trails would be modified over time (for example, a ten year span) to 

meet Forest Service standards and sustainability requirements. Forest Service staff would 

periodically monitor all activities below, including maintenance, construction, and installation, to 

ensure standards and requirements are being met. The attached project map shows the location of 

each proposed project activity. 

All interior work including trail construction, trail maintenance, and trail signage would be done 

without the use of motorized vehicles. All equipment would be packed in by foot, bike, or 

horseback.  

Trail Construction 

Trail construction would include multiple trail building days, utilizing the skill set of trail 

builders within the Hawes Trail Alliance (HTA) group and the local community of volunteers. 

The majority of trails would be built by hand using a variety of hand tools such as pick axe, 

McLeod, shovel, bow rake, and pruning loppers. The trail crews would meet up as a group and 

do short hikes into the designated work areas using existing trails in the project area. Approved 

trails would be walked several times in advance by HTA Trail Crew Leaders. Trail Crew Leaders 

would then flag the new routes in advance, taking into consideration the sustainability of design 

and construction of each trail, re-working existing social trails for erosion control, and creating 

an overall better flow for user access into the area from neighborhoods and parking areas. Trail 

crews would consist of on average 10-15 experienced trail builders working on small sections at 

a time, while adhering to Forest Service trail building standards.  

NRA All Mountain Park 

Specifically for the NRA All Mountain Park section of the project area, the proposal includes 

more specific trails intended for downhill mountain biking which would incorporate professional 

trail building techniques, materials, and equipment. Since this area has become a popular “bike 

park,” a contractor would likely be hired to build sustainable downhill and endure-type trails 

with the use of small machinery, anti-erosion materials, and soil additives found at a local skills 

parks. This area would be a place of constant change and adaptation for trails and obstacle 

modifications that would coincide with the evolving progression of bicycle users in this area. As 

such, trail maintenance in this area would be accomplished with a combination of hand tools and 

small machinery. 

Trail Maintenance 

Trail maintenance would be accomplished by trail crews, organized by the HTA. Crews would 

access the area on foot, and maintain trails with hand tools in accordance with Forest Service 

standards. 



 

  

Signs and Education 

The user experience would be improved by constructing signs such as one to three panel kiosks 

at parking lots, pedestal signs, area maps, interpretive signs, and route markers. Most signs 

would be installed with concrete bases, with the exception of fiberglass route markers. Route 

markers would consist of trail numbers, names, and difficulty levels. Signs would also help 

educate the public on trail etiquette (minimizing user conflict), viewing opportunities, and 

outdoor ethics. 

Staging/Parking Lot Development 

Trail access would be improved by developing designated parking lots at select trailheads for the 

Hawes Trail System area. Parking lot construction would be accomplished using traditional 

heavy equipment for such purposes, and would be built in accordance with Forest Service and 

Maricopa County Department of Transportation (MCDOT) standards. Development may include 

features such as pipe rail or boulder boundary fencing, earth leveling and surfacing, drainage 

features, delineated parking, signage, vault restrooms, and/or trash services.  

Staging/parking lots would be designed to accommodate the current use plus any estimated 

increase over the next 15 years. If facilities such as restrooms, dumpsters, etc. are included in the 

Master Development Plan, they will be consistent with other recreation sites along the Lower 

Salt River Recreation Area. Staging/parking lot construction would be done outside of bald eagle 

breeding season, if determined necessary by the District Wildlife Biologist.  

The lot known as “Tubers Landing” (between Granite Reef and Phon D Sutton Recreation Sites 

on the north side of Bush Highway) is occasionally used by outfitting companies permitted by 

the Tonto National Forest. This staging/parking lot would be designed to accommodate a bus to 

safely pull through the site.  

Comments 

If you have information you feel the Forest Service may not be aware of, especially any 

extraordinary circumstances, regarding the Proposed Action, please send these in writing on or 

before March 23, 2020 to: 

Kelly Finley, Dispersed Recreation Program Manager, Mesa Ranger District 

Email: comments-southwestern-tonto-mesa@usda.gov 

Mail: 5140 E. Ingram Street, Mesa, AZ 85205 

When submitting comments, please keep them specific to this proposal only. Comments which 

are not specific to the project and project area will be deemed outside the scope of the analysis 

and will not be considered. If you are including references, citations, or additional information to 

be considered for this project, please specify exactly how the material relates to the project. Also 

indicate exactly what part of the material you would like us to consider (such as page or figure 

number).   

Comments received in response to this scoping notice, including names and addresses of those 

who comment, will be considered part of the public record on this project and will be available 

for public inspection. Electronic comments must show name and address of submitter.  

Comments submitted anonymously will be accepted and considered. Additionally, any persons 
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